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Biomagnification generally refers to
the processes involved in the accumula-
tion of substances in organisms in
higher trophic levels.

This accumulation usually takes place
as smaller organisms are consumed by
larger organisms; so that the substances in
the smaller organisms accumulate in the
tissues of the larger organisms. Therefore
the amount of substance in top predators is
much higher than that found in organisms
near the bottom of the food chain. However,
there is more to this than just the accumu-
lation of chemicals in an organism. In the
following paragraphs I will examine the
main factors that influence biomagnifica-
tion in- an ecosystem; the organisms that
are most affected by this phenomenon; and
some chemicals that biomagnify in organ-
isms and how it affects them as well as
humans.

Two factors influence the presence of
biomagnification in an ecosystem; the eco-
logical inefficiency of food webs and the
presence of persistent hydrophobic con-
taminants. Such substances cannot be
expelled from the body by urine or degrad-
ed or diluted unless the organism had
enzymes to do so. Therefore over time it
accumulates in the fatty tissue of the
organism. Water soluble substances cannot
accumulate in organisms as they would dis-
solve in the bodily fluids of the organism
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birds that are affected do reproduce but
produce eggs with thin shells which can
easily break, destroying the developing off-
spring. To humans, biomagnification
means less food on our plate. But some of
the crops and animals like shellfish
exposed to such chemicals that do make it
to our table already contain a great amount
of it in their tissues so that the harmful
effects are passed on to us. DDT also pro-
vides a good example of the possible harm-
ful effects to ecosystems and to humans.
This chemical affects both our crops and
seafood as it enters the water systems as
run off from land used for agriculture.
DDT is listed as a possible cause of cancer
in humans, damaging the liver, nervous
and reproductive systems. Humans do play
the role of top predators as they do have
relatively long life spans and they are
exposed to DDT at a very early age, as in
infants during breast feeding. So that over
time we will suffer the same fate as organ-
isms lower down in the food web.

Taking a look at the general picture, bio-
magnification in our ecosystems does not
only affect the amount of food we eat or
only our health, it affects much more, for
instance our social lives as we would
become too sick to interact with people. It
will also affect us economically as humans
may become debilitated and unable to
work. Some chemicals like DDT and mercu-
ry affect the nervous system, thus destroy-
ing the mental skills needed to do our jobs.

Pesticides are not the only substances
that biomagnify in the environment. Heavy
metals like mercury from gold mining as
well as others like copper; cadmium,
chromium, lead, nickel and zinc to name a
few enter the environment from metal pro-
cessing. ot
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